Immunization with recombinant Calmette-Guerin bacillus (BCG)-hepatitis C virus (HCV) elicits HCV-specific cytotoxic T lymphocytes in mice.
Since virus-specific cytotoxic T lymphocytes (CTLs) play a critical role in preventing the spread of hepatitis C virus (HCV), an effective HCV vaccine should be capable of eliciting HCV-specific CTLs. In the present study, we assessed the capability of a novel recombinant vaccine using an attenuated tuberculosis bacillus, Calmette-Guerin bacillus (BCG), as a vaccine vehicle to elicit HCV-specific CTLs. BCG was engineered to express the CTL epitope of HCV-non-structure protein 5a (NS5a) as a chimeric protein with alpha antigen of mycobacteria. Immunization with this recombinant BCG elicited major histocompatibility complex class I-restricted CD8(+) HCV-NS5a-specific CTLs in mice. Immunized mice showed a substantial reduction in the vaccinia virus titer compared with control mice when the immunized mice were challenged with a recombinant vaccinia virus expressing HCV-NS5a genes. These findings provide evidences for the possibility of BCG as a vaccine vector and its continued exploration as a vehicle for eliciting HCV-specific immunity.